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1. Interviewee: Valerie Wadman
2. Interviewer: Belinda Knapton
3. Date of Interview: April 20, 2016
4. Location: Valerie Wadman’s Ranch near Cut Bank, Montana

Introduction

This interview highlights Valerie Wadman’s experiences ranching near Cut Bank, Montana. The oral history provides fascinating details about Valerie’s efforts working with “interns” who travel from all across the world to learn about farming and ranching. These “interns” live with Valerie on her ranch and experience first hand what it’s like to run a livestock operation. Valerie’s experiences ranching and farming help provide a much clearer understanding of the important role women have played in Montana’s agricultural and ranching history. 

Interview

[00:00:00] Belinda Knapton: Today is April 20, 2016. My name is Belinda Knapton and I'm sitting here with Valerie Wadman. Valerie, can you go ahead and tell me what your full name is? 

[00:00:21] Valerie Wadman: Valerie JoAnn (Miller was my maiden name) Wadman was my married name. 

[00:00:37] Belinda Knapton: Okay, when and where were you born?

[00:00:39] Valerie Wadman: I was born in Seattle Washington.

[00:00:45] Belinda Knapton: Okay. And what year was that?

[00:00:45] Valerie Wadman: 1947.

[00:00:52] Belinda Knapton: What is, or was, the names of your parents?

[00:00:58] Valerie Wadman: My father was Frank Ira Miller Jr. and my mother is Grace Magnhild Brown Miller. 

[00:01:47] Belinda Knapton: When and where were they born?

[00:01:50] Valerie Wadman: Dad was born in Malta, Montana. Mother was born in Great Falls, Montana. 

[00:02:08] Belinda Knapton: When? Do you know the years they were born?

[00:02:11] Valerie Wadman: Mom was born in 1918. Dad was born in 1922.

[00:02:22] Belinda Knapton: What was the name of your grandparents?

[00:02:27] Valerie Wadman: Elmer and Randi Brown. You want all their names?

[00:02:40] Belinda Knapton: Randi Brown. And that is on your mother's side?

[00:02:46] Valerie Wadman: Yes, my mother's side.

[00:02:49] Belinda Knapton: And on your father's side?

[00:02:49] Valerie Wadman: It was Frank and Leola Miller, I think, Grandma Miller.

[00:03:26] Belinda Knapton: When and where were they born? Do you know? 

[00:03:29] Valerie Wadman: Umm, no I really don't know. 

[00:03:38] Belinda Knapton: Do you know about where they were born?

[00:03:38] Valerie Wadman: Grandpa may have been born in Oklahoma because there are a lot Millers that were down there in Oklahoma. They went through the Cherokee Land Rush. I don't remember where. I could get this information for you. It wouldn't be that hard. 

[00:04:12] Belinda Knapton: If you want to that's fine. 

[00:04:16] Valerie Wadman: Okay. 

[00:04:18] Belinda Knapton: Do you know where the Browns might have been from? 

[00:04:23] Valerie Wadman: Grandma was born in Norway, and grandpa was born in Canada. I'll have to double check on that one, too. 

[00:04:54] Belinda Knapton: What is the name of your ranch, and where is it located?

[00:04:57] Valerie Wadman: The ranch is Bar B-W Ranch, and it's located on the edge of Cut Bank, Montana, on the Cut Bank Creek. 

[00:05:19] Belinda Knapton: What are the key commodities you produce?

[00:05:28] Valerie Wadman: At this time it's sheep. I have a few goats. At one time we sold milk and eggs. We had milk cows, and 25 chickens or so. We had 1 to 3 milks cows. We sold milk and eggs and we raised other farm animals, too. We had pigs and rabbits and beef cows and goats. 

[00:06:12] Belinda Knapton: I noticed the rabbit cages out there.

[00:06:16] Valerie Wadman: We've had about every farm animal at one time or another. 

[00:06:18] Belinda Knapton: Did you raise all of the kids here?

[00:06:22] Valerie Wadman: Yes, all the kids were raised here. 

[00:06:25] Belinda Knapton: How long have you been ranching? 

[00:06:27] Valerie Wadman: I moved here when I got married in August of 1970 and I've never left. Bill and another teacher had bought the place, and they were both bachelors at the time. They had bought this place and the other teacher married within the year or so, and then Bill and I met and then we got married. The other family decided it was too small for two families and so it was agreed that we bought them out and they bought another place. 

[00:07:21] Belinda Knapton: When you first started, what did you originally start raising? Ranching?

[00:07:30] Valerie Wadman: My ex was a teacher, and I was also teaching. We had a couple of horses and a couple pigs. We brought all that we had there to start. The other teacher had some livestock and he gave my husband a couple of pigs and a couple of young horses. When I quit teaching school after three years that's when I bought my first milk cow and a dozen chickens. Ranching is what I wanted to do from the time I was very small. I wanted to live on a farm and ranch. That was the start of it for me. I bought a couple of little kid goats. At that time we couldn't advertise milk, but milk was something that several people around the area did sell. I milked the cows and strained it and jarred it and I had enough customers that wanted milk that it paid for the ranch, paid for their feed, it paid for our groceries. I was able to stay home with the kids. I thought it worked out pretty good. 

[00:09:09] Belinda Knapton: Did you sell the eggs too?

[00:09:11] Valerie Wadman: We sold eggs. Yeah, we did. We had the pigs too. When we'd butcher hens I'd can the old hens after they got to be a couple of years old. We'd buy more chickens that were ready to lay, or would be laying soon. We didn't have very much luck raising the baby chicks. We tried that, but we didn't have a secure enough place and the skunks got in there killed off the baby chicks. 

[00:09:50] Belinda Knapton: So you didn't actually raise your own chicks from the hens?

[00:09:54] Valerie Wadman: Not intentionally. I can remember one time a bucket of eggs was brought into me and set down on the counter table and they were peeping. I asked, "How long has it been since you've gathered these eggs?” There were three of them in there that were ready to hatch. We hatched them out and we raised them and had them going, but my kids were pretty little, and it was hard to keep them. They didn't get the cage shut tight enough and the cat got in there a finished them off. We never really had much success in raising our own little baby chicks. We had chickens for about thirty years. It's a long time. We had milk cows for ten, fifteen years or so. 

[00:11:04] Belinda Knapton: Memories? One of your fondest memories? 

[00:11:09] Valerie Wadman: I can remember that as soon as the kids were old enough to do chores, we started them off with the chickens. I can remember they took their plastic bucket and went up to the chicken house and gather the eggs and bring them down. This year we had a rooster that was mean. Little Vanessa, I looked out the window and here was Vanessa, and she was hot footin' it down from the chicken house, running as fast as she could, and that old rooster was hot on her heels. The egg bucket, she tossed it about ten feet in the air, and the eggs were raining down. She could run faster without that egg bucket so she pitched it. So there is that memory, gosh I don't know. 

We had a Shetland pony that we had on the farm. We got it when Laura was about three. His name was Thunder. He was like 6 years old when we got him, and he lived to be 30 something. He got all the kids raised and taught them all how to ride. He was just awesome. Sometimes he'd have some pony tricks, too. I put Velora on him one day. I said, "Velora, you need to cross the creek and go get the milk cows." They had crossed the creek and were just standing over there just looking at us and it was time to milk. So, she went out there and started to cross the creek with the pony and the pony got about six feet out and...It was in the spring so the water was kind of cold. The water wasn't really all that deep, or I wouldn't have sent her out there, but he decided he didn't want to go across the creek so he laid down. She got off and I started laughing. She got madder at me than she was at the pony. She wasn't hurt or anything. We finally go the cows back home. There are just things like that. They'd saddle up their horses sometimes and go have a picnic. It was a great place. This place was a great place for the kids to grow up in. They learned how to do the work at an early age. They learned responsibility. They learned how to drive equipment. Wyatt could drive everything that we had on the place by the time he was twelve. It was needed. It was part of it. It didn't matter if it was a stick shift or a tractor, skid steer, or whatever. 

[00:14:39] Belinda Knapton: Has the role of a woman and her contribution to ranching changed over the last fifty years? 

[00:14:55] Valerie Wadman: I think so. My memories of the farm and ranch life, my aunts, I had quite a few relatives that lived on the farms and ranches. Most of the women were at home. They had their hands full. They were gardening and helping with chores, cooking; they weren't out where they could just run into town. They had a full time job just being there on the farm and ranch. Anymore, there are a lot of women, more by necessity, but they've had to work off the place in order to make the farm and ranch pencil out. I think that has changed. There was a lot more people in the area. You had a lot more neighbors than we have now. There was a lot more community activities. We're not socializing like we used to. You know, they used to go to the neighbors and play cards and get together for picnics. They would do more functions together. Everybody came together. Now there are too many other diversions and people would rather stay home and watch TV to be entertained. They don't have the community dances like we used to, or the community plays. I can remember going to plays when I was little when we lived here in Montana. Some things are easier than they used to be. Our vehicles are better, our laundry is better, our water sources are better. These things allow the women to maybe have more time to expand their other interests. I don't know if that answers your questions. 

[00:18:17] Belinda Knapton: Women have made and are still making economic impacts on Montana's agriculture economy. What impact contributions have been important on your ranches? 

[00:18:38] Valerie Wadman: I think probably the biggest thing has been teaching, especially working with the kids and the youth, and even adults that don't have farm or ranch experiences, so that they have a better understanding of what it takes to raise our food. Whether it's in the field or whether it’s on the hoof. There is only 2 percent left in agriculture across the United States, from the last figure that I was given. The farms and ranches aren't in the families like they used to be. When the young people want to have this type of experience they have to go beyond. Through the Internet, they've been able to access host families that are willing to share their farm or ranch with them. They have a chance to learn what it takes to run a farm or ranch, and to learn about basic life. From being born to the injuries that happen to livestock, to death. If you're in the field, to learn what it takes to get a crop in, to get that crop raised, harvested. 

[00:20:47] Belinda Knapton: In this teaching and working with others who don't have ranching background, how do you do that? How did you get started doing that? Having host families or interns come and stay with you, how did that all start? 

[00:21:06] Valerie Wadman: After my kids left home, my sheep were organic at that time, they were certified organic, there was a lot to do on my own, by myself. I was visiting with them and they shared with me that some of them had volunteers that would come to their place for “x” amount of time. Sometimes they stayed only a few weeks, and sometimes it was a lot longer, to learn and to help. In exchange for you teaching them they would help you. I contacted them and put my ranch profile on this website. All it is, is a connection so that people who are interested in having this farm/ranch experience can go to this website and hopefully hook up with a host family. There is no third party involved in this at all. 

[00:22:39] Belinda Knapton: So they contact you directly? 

[00:22:42] Valerie Wadman: They contact me directly. 

[00:22:43] Belinda Knapton: How long have you been doing this, then?

[00:22:46] Valerie Wadman: For at least 8 or 9 years. 

[00:22:59] Belinda Knapton: How many interns do you think you've had come through here in that time? 

[00:23:04] Valerie Wadman: Oh gosh, I don't know. This year I've had four or five. Let's see, I can't even think. Last year at lambing time I had five. They weren't all there at the same time, but they kinda overlapped. Some were only here for a couple of weeks, some were here for a month or so. Some were a little bit longer. There were like five, and then I had a couple later on in the fall. There might have been from two to eight different people that would come a year. The very first intern helper that I had wasn't very successful. She was with me for like three months. It was not a good experience for me. I didn't know what else to do with her. She was my guest, so I took her everywhere I went, and did everything with her because she wasn't capable of working. She wasn't capable of doing anything. I wouldn't have had another one if “This is what they're going to be like.” I don't need this. And after she left I was all set in my mind that "I'm not going to try that again." The phone range and this gal on the other end said, "We just finished our jobs up here at Glacier Park" and we're looking for a place we'd like to help at for a while. She said, "We're interested in coming to your place." I didn't even hardly have a chance to say no and the next thing I knew they were at my door. "We're here!" It worked out really well. That young man was able to do something with the sheep, so he took the sheep up north. He'd had a variety of helping experiences. He'd even been in the jungles down in Africa or South America, maybe. I don't know where it was. His job was to track these monkeys. He walked a lot through the jungles and keep records on these monkeys. I said, "Do you have any kind of experience working or herding sheep." He said, "No I've never done anything like that, but I've chased monkeys around the jungle." I said, “That'll work.” He went up north, and was up there for a month. He took the sheep out. It was one of these dry years and I was leasing some pasture up there. He'd take the sheep out in the morning and stay with them all day and then bring them back at night. He'd stay at the ranch. He'd have breakfast there and dinner there and he'd pack a lunch to take with him. I had the camper up there, too. If the weather got bad icky at least he could get in for a little bit. The sheep move around. He was a shepherd. It worked out really good. I had my guard dog up there. He kept the coyotes away. There was only one time the coyote actually came really close to the sheep, but then the dog sent him packing. 

When I first brought the sheep up there, there was coyotes everywhere. At first I was so nervous that I stayed there in the pickup in front of the corral where my sheep were penned up. You could hear them. You could hear those coyotes howling, and they were all over. My guard dog, he would come look a the sheep and take off in some direction and you could hear him barking way out there. After a while he'd come back and check his corral and he'd go off in another direction and he'd bark way out there. That's what he did all night. He must have got the message out there because no coyotes bothered the sheep after that. They stayed away. They didn't come in very close at all to the ranch. He was just awesome. The guard dogs were really an important thing. One of the greatest things I enjoy about ranching is the interaction of animals. 

[00:28:50] Belinda Knapton: Farming and ranching has been an essential thread in the fabric of Montana’s history. What does this mean to you? 

[00:28:58] Valerie Wadman: Well, my great grandmother came over from Norway and filed on a homestead here in Montana back in 1910. My grandfather, on the other side, had a sheep ranch down on the Marias River way back early. At one time, he had 10,000 head of sheep. When I was five years old I got to live there on that sheep ranch for 7-8 months or something. I hadn't finished kindergarten when we moved there and I started first grade at the country school there. It was during that span that I got to live there. It was one of my favorite experiences as a child, growing up. I just loved it down there. 

I've got ranching and farming on both sides of my family. It's definitely been a molding factor in my life and in my family's life, even though my parents didn't farm or ranch. My mother was a nurse and my dad went into electronics, radio and television repair back in the 1950s. Other than the time on my grandpa's sheep ranch, we never actually lived on a farm or ranch, but it was something I always wanted to do. I could remember when I was little I'd play with my farm animals probably more than I played with the dolls. I'd build corrals and barns and pens. I'd have my animals around and stuff. That was before I even started school. It's always been in me. When I lived in town, we usually didn't live where there were real close neighbors. We weren't side by side. There was usually a little bit of space. In grade school I ended up with a couple of ducks. I raised them. I had a male and a female and the female laid eggs. I took the eggs and I got a [unclear] hen. The neighbor across the road had an old barn. He let me use his barn so I set the old hen on the duck eggs and she hatched them out. I had a bunch of little ducklings. I can remember trying to get my chores done before I went to school in the morning. I had to give up my ducks when we moved to South Dakota. So, then I'd come from school and there was a feed store on the corner and there were baby chicks in there. So, I came home with three baby chicks. They all ended up being roosters. One died right away, but the other two lived until I graduated from high school. Mom said, "What am I going to do with your chickens?" I said, "Well, it's probably time to butcher them." The neighbors never fussed. Those darn roosters were probably the best watch dogs in the neighborhood, but no one ever complained about my chickens. 

[00:32:45] Belinda Knapton: Did you have them caged? 

[00:32:49] Valerie Wadman: The back yard had almost like a...coulda' been a chicken run, coulda' been a dog run. It had a little shelter and it had a fenced in enclosed wider area. The chickens could go inside, and they could go out through the door and they'd be in this run out there. They were my roosters. I just wanted animals. It was just important to me. That didn't really answer your question. What was your question, again?

[00:33:31] Belinda Knapton: Farming and ranching has been an essential thread in the fabric of Montana's history. It was started like that. What does that mean to you? Your grandparents were both homesteaders in Montana, right? 

[00:34:04] Valerie Wadmon: I don't know on the Miller's side that they filed on a homestead. The sheep ranch that they lived on had been a homestead and they bought that. Grandpa was kind of in the oil field, too. The oil patch was not a very easy place for a woman to be in. You had the wind, there weren't trees. It was hard. Mentally it was hard on the women. I was told that my grandmother told grandpa that when they retired she wanted to go to the West Coast. So, they bought a place on Whidbey Island. They lived there for a while, and grandpa would come back and forth and take care of his oil well business. They kind of lived there for a while. When WWII started the military took over Whidbey Island. They had to leave their home there. They were paid to vacate their home. I believe they took that money then and that's when they bought the sheep ranch down on the Marias. It was kinda nice down there. They had all these cottonwood trees. It wasn't far from the water. It was still a long ways from town, and you couldn't always get there if the roads were muddy or you got snowed in, or whatever. It was beautiful down there. 

Then they built Tiber Dam and Tiber Dam took the farm, took the sheep ranch. At that point they moved to Conrad. The government was not fair. Grandpa fought them in court. The government said, "We don't think you're land is worth that much, so we're not going to give you that much for it." They just didn't believe the farmers and ranchers down there as to what they were actually able to produce and raise. They had to sell everything. Even the house that they lived in had to go to auction. Grandpa wanted his house. He had built the house. He'd taken the shack from a one-room house up there on the oil field north of Shelby, in that area [unclear] up there, and he moved it down. He used that as the start of that house. He built his home. At the auction there was somebody else who had their eye on that house and he was determined he was going to get it and the bid was getting so darn high that grandpa said, "I'm out." In order for that man to move the house he had to cross the neighbors' land. The neighbors wouldn't give him permission. Because the neighbors stuck together, grandpa got his house. All the buildings had to be moved away. I think [unclear] out of Shelby, [unclear] bought the big sheep shed. Grandpa had brought in logs, timbers, from the mountains and had built this long sheep shed. It was awesome. Anyway, [unclear] bought it. I don't know how they dismantled it and hauled it up and whatever, but stuff like that. I think the bunkhouse ended up as a dressing room down there for people coming down to Tiber to get into the water with their boats and stuff. There was an old log cabin down there that grandma and grandpa lived in before they got their house built. All that's gone, too. I can remember staying in there. I can remember that log cabin. It was kind of a one-room thing, you know. They had a bunkhouse out there where, if my folks were there, I stayed in the cabin, but my mom and dad stayed in the bunkhouse with my little brother. They had outdoor plumbing. There was no indoor plumbing or anything. Geraniums and hollyhocks were, you know, grandma could grow them. It was dry and they didn't take a whole lot of water. 

[00:40:15] Belinda Knapton: Thinking back over all of that, what does that all mean to you? 

[00:40:20] Valerie Wadman: The women were strong. They had to be strong. My great grandma came over here as a widow with four young children. She filed on that homestead south of [unclear] and finished raising her family. She left a nice home in Norway, but before her husband died, he made her promise that she would bring her children and immigrate to the United States because a lot of his family members had already come here and settled in Minnesota. She did, it took her about three years, but she did. She got over here. Within a short time the parents passed away, and her cousin had come out to Montana. The Homestead Act had opened up this area again. He had come out and filed on a homestead and so she decided she was going to do the same. She got on the train and she came out and filed on one that was about a mile to the west of where Madison's homesteaded, and that was her cousin. He was a lot younger than she was. Anyway, I think her first house was the typical one room shack with a dirt floor and the curved roof, or whatever. It was a little bit bigger than some of them I've seen, but she needed a bigger one because she had four kids with her. My cousin tells me that to make the floor better she painted it with milk or cream and it would make a surface on that dirt floor. I don't know, but you know the women had to be innovative. They had to make do with very few things. The church was very important to them. Their inner strength was very important, and positive attitude. Those that were successful had to have that inner strength and that positive attitude, you know, not let everything get them down. 

[00:44:02] Belinda Knapton: How did your upbringing impact your personal views on conservation and agriculture? 

[00:44:15] Valerie Wadman: I can remember in grade school I did a project on different ways of preventing erosion. You know, windbreaks, and I can't remember all the different things, you know, and I kinda made up a little display. I guess something like that. I don't know. I guess it's just been in me. It's just been something that I paid attention to maybe from the time I was little. I don't know. I know the homesteaders, one of the first things people did after they filed on a place is, and they planted trees. They planted [unclear]. You needed the windbreak for the wind, but you also needed it for your sanity. It was green and growing, I mean it was something cool. You just needed that. I know my great grandma [unclear] in her letters, she talked about planting bushes and trees. They would plant berry bushes, too. If they could plant something that would produce food for them, that was also important. When she sold her homestead to move in with one of her children, she talked in her letters that she missed her trees. She missed her bushes. She missed her trees and stuff. I don't know. She raised a garden. It's amazing some of the things that she grew. If things got tough, and they couldn't feed their animals, I don't know how they did all this stuff, but they'd butcher their livestock. They didn't want their animals to starve. They'd have plenty of food then, and they'd share. 

I just think that farm and ranch life, especially maybe for the women, for the men too, but it connects you with the basic needs of life, the important things of life. I can see a lot of dependence upon your neighbors. You learn to depend on each other to help each other out. We don't see as much of that anymore, you know on a day-to-day basis, or whatever. If something happens the community will pull together and have fundraisers and stuff. There isn't the contact that we have that my parents and aunts and uncles and stuff had with their neighbors. I can remember as a kid going when I was out there with my cousins, we were always going over to the neighbors for this and that and whatever, you know. It was good. It was one of the good things. You were more in tune with what's going on with that family. They were more helpful. Maybe there was more support. They weren't as isolated as people can be now in the middle of a community. I know that when I lived in [unclear] I was a teacher's aide there for a while, before I got married. I was a teacher aide for like five schools, or whatever. Whenever there was a community activity in [unclear] everybody went, and if you didn't show up you were asked "Why didn't you come?" When I got to Cut Bank it was a bigger community. I never went anywhere. It was like nobody cared, nobody knew. I thought, "Wow, what a difference." Here were these people, they might be 20-30 miles apart, but they were still interconnected. There was still a community there that I don't see in a lot of communities now. Real big change, and it's a sad change, I think. 

[00:50:05] Belinda Knapton: The best advice and wisdom regarding conservation and agriculture that I can impart to my descendents is? 

[00:50:21] Valerie Wadman: Don't overgraze. You need to understand your land. You need to know what's going on. I always say don't make any changes until you've lived there for a year. It may take you that long to go through the seasons and see how it really is there. It might keep you from doing something that you wished to God you'd never done. I get a lot of suggestions as to how I can improve my place and I think, "You're crazy, you have no idea what you're saying." I've learned a lot. When I moved here and started living down here it was school of hard knocks and workshops. Even my relatives thought I was kinda crazy [unclear]. If it's in you, it's in you. It's not going to go away. That's the biggest asset you have if you are going to succeed in farming and ranching is this inner love for you. It will give you the determination to do it, to make it work. That's really important. 

[00:52:33] Belinda Knapton: Wouldn't it be nice if...?

[00:52:44] Valerie Wadman: Wouldn't it be nice if...? There are a lot of things to do you, you know. Sometimes if you could turn the clock back to some of these better parts, or the community involvement with each other, more interrelated. That's one of the big things we're really lacking in our life today. We're too involved in our technology. It satisfies the need to go interact with your neighbor because we can sit down and watch T.V. or watch a video or do something on the computer and talk on our cell phones. It's this type of thing. Technology definitely has its pluses, but I think there's also a lot that we've lost because of it, good things that we've lost because of it. 

[00:54:31] Belinda Knapton: Tell me about your early life as a couple. 

[00:54:36] Valerie Wadman: When we got married? 

[00:54:43] Belinda Knapton: Yeah, your early life. How it all started, basically. We kind of touched on it a little bit, but let's get a little bit more. 

[00:54:49] Valerie Wadman: When I met Bill I'd already gotten a quick glimpse of this place when I'd taken a girl home at a workshop that I attended. She had lived out here. Anyway, I met Bill and he looked like someone I was really interested in getting to know. I was taking a class from him. He was a teacher at the school. I was taking an adult education class from him. I was doing this teacher aide thing and the big thing was this modern math. It drove everybody crazy, and nobody understood, least of all the parents. He was teaching parents something about modern math so they could have some idea what their kids were trying to do. That's how I met him. One day we went out after class and he showed me this place down here and told me that's where he lived. There were animals all over the place and it was everything I wanted. It didn’t turn out that way. Anyhow, we got married and he was teaching and I had a full time teaching job at [unclear] at that time for the first three years, or something. He got into this place because this other teacher had talked him into partnering up with him so they could purchase this place. It really wasn't his cup of tea, it wasn't really his lifestyle. He was a very good teacher and it wasn't something...this wasn't something he really wanted to do and we were going two different directions and so we split up and I kept the place because I knew he wasn't going to do anything with it. There's not a lot of stock here to fill in. 

[00:57:22] Belinda Knapton: What are some of your fond memories of when you were younger, when your family was first starting? 

[00:57:35] Valerie Wadman: It was a wreck from day one. 

[00:57:39] Belinda Knapton: Your stories you were telling me about the kids. 

[00:57:52] Valerie Wadman: He just wasn’t involved in the family. He just wasn't involved in the place. 

[00:58:00] Belinda Knapton: Were there any significant events that impacted your life during that period? 

[00:58:07] Valerie Wadman: Yeah, it cost me my health. It took me three years to get back on track to where I could function again. My little girl was diagnosed with cancer. In some ways it was a blessing for me that I had gone through this, because I could understand all of the sudden, in a blink of an eye, my life had changed. Whatever you want to call it. I was no longer able to do all of these things that I had done, been doing, could do, enjoy doing. It took me like three years to come out of this thing. When she was diagnosed with cancer she went from a little girl who loved to run and ride her horse and suddenly she was in a body cast. She had bone cancer and the ball on her hip broke off. She could no longer do things like she used to do. I could relate to that. I didn't know what had happened to me. All I knew is I couldn't do the things I used to be able to do. It was crazy. I'm going to try and find things I can do. That was the philosophy I gave my little daughter. You can't do this anymore, but we're going to find other things that you like to do. We're going to find other things, you know, one door closes you open a window. I've always said that was kind of a good thing for me that I went through, because it gave me more empathy and understanding of what others can sometimes go through. I've had a lot of people come through here that are looking. They are trying to find...they are needing a break from maybe where they've been or what they've done, mentally, physically. Farm life can give that to you. You are physically active, and that's one of the driving forces for me. In order for me to come out of what I did, I said, "Okay, my ace in the hole is my livestock." That's were I focused. I would go to workshops, even though I didn't have any. I'd gotten rid of most of my livestock because I couldn't take care of them. Anything like that, I'd make myself go to make my mind start working again. It was a tough uphill battle, but physical work, being out here physically, having to care for something, you have to get up. You have to get out and take care of them because they can't take care of themselves. You can't crawl under the bed and stay there. You have to go out. I've had a lot of young people and even older people that end up at my place. They are going through their own battles. They aren't all that way, but farm life and ranch life is definitely a growing thing. And, if they've never been around life and death, until you have a ranch, working with livestock, it's something that helps you to deal with these situations through the rest of your life, I think. 

[01:03:25] Belinda Knapton: Tell me about a typical day for you.

[01:03:30] Valerie Wadman: Out here now? Well, there is no such thing as a typical day. That's the first thing. My helpers write to me, "What's a typical day?" I say, "There is none." If there is anything typical you look out the window and see what the weather is doing. If the wind is blowing, if it's raining, if it's cold, if it's sunny, if it's whatever... That's going to make a big play in what you choose to do. In the typical day the livestock needs have to be met. That's a priority. Some days you have twenty-five hour days. Sometimes they're even longer than that. I started doing Ag surveys and I had training in Helena and I was supposed to start class at 8 o'clock in the morning. It's a 4 hour trip from Cut Bank from the time you be gettin' to the motel or hotel where you are staying in Helena. Anyway, we were lambing so fast and so furious that we were [unclear] one lamb after another. Wyatt got home from school and he saw what was going on and he pitched in and was helping. About 10 o'clock that night he said, "Okay mom, I think I've got things under control now. I think you better get going." It was 2 o'clock in the morning when I get to Helena for this Ag survey thing. I've slept through more trainings than [unclear]. It's tough; I have really a tough time trying to work in other stuff. It's getting a little easier now. Things are slowing down. I don't have as much livestock either. Some things are just better. I had some really crazy times. 

[01:06:19] Belinda Knapton: Let's talk a little about conservation practices. 

[01:06:19] Valerie Wadman: I'm a slow learner and I really didn't understand grass until I got to know Bob Lidle. He is at the top of the pile as far as I'm concerned as far as understanding and evaluating his grasses and his grazing load and all this sort of stuff and moving stuff around. He is dedicated to his land and his animals and his place. Even when he had a bad year his place looks awesome. He's monitored it so well. It's took me a long time to really understand that. I never had any experience with monitoring grazing until I moved here. It was the school of hard knocks. I've become much more...a work in progress, to understanding your land, understanding the needs of your land. What weeds are there, and what you need to do and what's growing. 

I've tried grazing rotations. That's something that my goal was. I had a water tank installed up there that would water four different pastures by closing gates and stuff. When I was still married a well was drilled down here for the livestock. Now that well's gone dry the last couple years. So I don't have this water being piped up to my water tank anymore. So it's a really frustrating situation. The NRCS helped fund that water tank project so that I wouldn't have to water from the creek all the time, or the coulee, and it would lessen the impact then of the livestock going down there. And it has, and I can see that. The grasses were coming back more in the coulees and it would lessen erosion and that sort of thing. And, I could see all that. Now I'm back to watering at the creek again because I don't have the water up there in my water tank. I put in a wildlife buffer strip because I like the wildlife and I want to do whatever I can to support wildlife and wild farms. I did it for two fold, not just because I was interested in it, but because my neighbors at the time didn't feel like they needed to help with any boundary fence because I had the livestock, they had CRP, but evidently in their contract it didn't say they were required to fence like it did in my contract. I really don't know. I really don't think they read their contract very well. Anyway, I could not afford to foot the whole bill for all my boundary fence. I donated a fifty-foot strip to wildlife habitat improvement program along my northern border down to where the creek is. By doing that they cost shared on a buffer fence. I have a really strong woven wire fence there, fifty feet in. It was a major improvement for my sheep, too. It kept my sheep from going into the neighbor's fields and stuff like that, too. It was a two-fold thing. I've cross-fenced so that I can try to do pasture rotation, but there is a lot to it. It seems like when I get something set up something else goes down. It's a real struggle and I'm still working on that. 

[01:12:10] Belinda Knapton: I've got one more question for you. It's one of the last one's we have here. Is retirement in your future? 

[01:12:19] Valerie Wadman: I like the comment that that lady told, “I'd rather wear out than rust out.”

[01:12:28] Belinda Knapton: There you go. Is there any last advice any other comments that you want to share? 

[01:12:42] Valerie Wadman: I really feel people who are in agriculture, some people aren't cut out for that, but people need mentors. Even if you're not comfortable putting your place out there to having complete strangers, and this is such a leap of faith for these people who come in here. They come clear across the country, from overseas, they come to your door, they haven't a clue as to who you are or what kind of person you are, or anything. You don't have any idea, what it is, the person you're opening your door to, to lettin' em' in your house to live with you as a family member. It's a total leap of faith on both sides. You know, it really is. If you're not comfortable in doing that...I mean these people are searching for knowledge. They want to connect back with the land and it's hard for them to do it. Their grandparent's place is gone. Their parent's don't have a place or land anymore, and if they do then nobody's been on it for years. I've had some interns who came out looking for experience so that when they go back maybe they can take over some of this land and do something with it and have some clue. They come out here not knowing the difference between a [unclear] and a combine. They don't know the difference between hay and straw. They've never seen anything born they've never seen anything die. They don't know what colostrum is, afterbirth. All these things are just totally, never been in their life experiences before. When they leave here a lot of them have said they really have learned a lot, just in life every day things. Hopefully it's given them maybe some life skills, no matter if they are in agriculture, or whether they're not. A lot of people aren’t in agriculture. If nothing else, maybe they have a better appreciation for what farmers and ranchers go through to provide the food for them. We need to share. 

[01:15:19] Belinda Knapton: Very good. 
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